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Missions In The Curriculum
Creighton Lacy
The assignment of this topic to one of the very newest pledges in
this fraternity must have represented, for the committee, either the folly
of desperation or malice aforethought. If I had taken the title literally,
I should never presume to advise elder and wiser and more experienced
colleagues how to teach. Those who are looking for ready-made syllabi
to carry home with them might as well leave now. But as I have wrestled
with these questions in my own mind, I have been increasingly convinced
that some vital and urgent issues precede and underlie our pedagogical
methods. And these problems seem to me to involve fundamental concepts
of theological education on the one hand, and of the world mission of the
church on the other. I stand here, therefore, to raise questions, not to
answer them.
Many of you have been following the preliminary reports of the
Niebuhr commission on “Theological Education in America.” Some few of
you, perhaps, have examined the recently published survey of “Theological
Education in the Methodist Church,” not to mention the Christian
Century for April 25, 1956, the findings of Bates and Bangkok on Africa
and Asia, and various other recent symposia. Dr. Niebuhr (Bulletin #5,
April 1956) reports that 17 out of 25 seminaries include a required course
in missions. The Goerner-Horner survey of 1952, or even a wider, less
selective glance through catalogues, would reveal a still smaller percentage
of required missions courses in theological schools as a whole. These twothirds (of Niebuhr-studied institutions) allot a median of 3.1 credit hours
to this mission requirement, in contrast to 4 hours back in 1934.
Now we are all aware of the critical pressures on academic schedules,
of the proliferation in theological curricula which Niebuhr analyzes
in some detail. But we need very seriously to ask ourselves whether we
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professors of missions are not failing first of all at the academic, curricular
level to convey “the missionary obligation of the Church,” even before we
step into the classroom of the pulpit. If there is a “revolution in missions”
as well as in the world at large, if “most congregations continue to think in
19th century terms,” (as one of you wrote me), we need also to realize that
many of our faculties and administrations are doing the same thing.
Without any wish to become competitive and divisive, we should
reassess the relative quantity and quality of our academic program in the
light of the very emphases which we presumably are making. That is, if the
world mission of the Church is half as central and universal as we claim
in our lectures, then it deserves a reinterpretation and a broader relation
among our faculty colleagues. The mission of the church does not seem
very vital when l6 out of 23 subjects get more time in the curriculum,
including twice as much Hebrew and two and a half times as much Greek.
According to Niebuhr, missions is now crowded out not only by social
ethics (my own alter ego, so I am not making invidious comparisons) but
also by sociology, not only by systematic theology but in addition by history
of doctrine and pastoral theology. And very few institutions provide the
type of comprehensive, correlating, and integrating examinations reported
from Garrett and, I believe, Southeastern.
My concern here is not with the number of classroom hours, but
with the status of missions in the curriculum. When I came to Duke, to
teach both missions and social ethics, the straws in the wind were obvious.
The ethics classes were to be three hours each, the missions courses two;
this meant that only the former would be eligible for summer school or
graduate status. Although I was offered my choice of catalogue position,
I was warned not to get myself restricted to the “practical” fields lest my
academic standing suffer. This was not a personal matter, but an attitude
toward the field of missions as not quite respectable scholastically. I myself
am not in the least afraid of being “practical”; in fact, from the start, I have
offered a course in “Missionary Education in the Local Church” which
students refer to as the most practical course in the entire curriculum.
A year or two ago I approached the chairman of the undergraduate
department of religion (with which we in the seminary have no direct
connection) to suggest that there might be a place in his curriculum for
the ecumenical movement and the world mission of the church, instead
of simply Bible and comparative religions. He dismissed me with the
assurance that there was time enough for such subjects when the student
reached seminary, and I could not get him even to understand the point
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that every Christian layman today should have some familiarity with these
developments in world Christianity, irrespective of ministerial training.
I cite these personal illustrations not to criticize one institution
or even curriculum committees in general. I cite them rather to make
this shocking charge: that our primary difficulty lies in the fact that we
ourselves are not clear what it is we want to teach or how we want to teach it.
That layman in our churches, and many of our religious leaders as well, are
totally ignorant of such terms as devolution, indigenization, Christianity in
African culture, Younger Churches, Sangha, the Kyodan, fraternal workers,
or the East Asian Ecumenical Council on Mission. Subconsciously and
realistically, they know that we live in a different world since the Second
World War, yet they are completely unaware of the “revolution in missions,”
They have not heard of any “new look” in the missionary enterprise; they
have quite frankly lost interest in the old look.
This conviction lies behind many of the questions which I have
circulated to some of you, and which rather puzzled and startled a few.
(Let me insert parenthetically here my profound gratitude to those
15 out of 20 who so helpfully answered my inquiry. My selections of
schools and individuals was largely arbitrary; I deliberately omitted such
specialized institutions as Scarritt and Hartford; but this paper is far more
dependent than I have indicated on the responses which have come in.
It is indebted also to the magnificent inaugural address of Dean Horner
on “A Theological Curriculum with International Dimensions,” (which I
hope you have all read).
Let us first turn to the question of terminology. This is no
mere quirk or idiosyncrasy. The senior member of our Duke faculty,
with perhaps the widest experience in the ecumenical movement and
contemporary thought, has been urging me for some time to drop the title
of missions and replace it with World Christianity, the World Mission
of the Church, or some other less antiquated and criticized term. Since
my own offerings in social ethics include “The Christian Critique of
Communism” and “Christianity and International Relations,” it would be
simple and appropriate to adopt the title “Christian World Relations” used
at Andover-Newton and (along with missions) at Garrett. Another of our
seminaries is shifting this summer from Missions to World Christianity,
although the incumbent who requested the change still holds “Missions”
to be a valid term.
Only one of my 15 correspondents urged emphatically “replace it!”
Far more widespread seems to be the conviction that we need a distinctive

Creighton Lacy : Missions In The Curriculum | 139

and active description of a unique and positive function of the Church.
Most of us, I venture to say, are stressing the singular form, mission, instead
of the scattered and uncoordinated missions. But the need for emphasizing
a vigorous outreach and forward movement against paganism in every
land far outweighs the static and institutionalized connotation of World
Christianity or Christian Community. One of the causes of this dilemma
is the liberal and tolerant student movement. As one who has been a
participant in this trend during the past two decades, I speak with an
awareness of responsibility or at least acquiescence.
We are proclaiming today -- and this is a fundamental theological
issue to which we ought to return -- that every Christian is a missionary, a
witness, called by God to his vocation, whatever it may be. We are seeking
to remove the halo from the missionary’s head and the pedestal from his
feet; we are rejecting the Catholic dualism of religious and secular life. All
this is both necessary and right. Yet in this process we are blunting the sharp
edge of the missionary enterprise, not only for recruitment of personnel,
but also in presenting the imperative call to mission and unity. With all
due respect I cannot help regarding the currently popular term “fraternal
worker” as dilute, spineless, and incomplete. It may imply brotherhood
and cooperation. It does not imply the dynamic sharing of the Gospel of
Jesus Christ, which springs from the action of Almighty God.
The original draft of this paper included a lengthy quotation from
Dr. Charles Hanson’s address to a recent Methodist Interfield Consultation.
In it he attributed the disrepute of the terms “missions” and “missionary”
primarily to the Asian and African reaction against colonialism and
foreign imperialism. But it seems to me that the second interpretation of
these words, which Dr. Ranson unhesitatingly accepts -- namely, “that
which belongs to the unhesitatingly very nature of the Church and the
word “missionary” applied to every man who loves and bears witness to
Jesus Christ”-- is equally capable of becoming a stumbling block. For the
teacher and preacher and money-raiser and administrator there must be
some way in which the term “mission” may be kept for the distinctive world
outreach of the Christian Church, not dissipated or bestowed too freely on
every parishioner who visits the sick or brings a friend to Sunday service.
I reminded a bishop of our church, who was arguing recently along these
lines, that he would be most distressed to have every church member called
a “minister” even though by this same logic every Christian is called to be
a minister of all. Yet I and most of you I am sure, would agree with Dr.
Ranson’s conclusion, that “we must not abandon the essential thing for
which mission stands... . The word missionary has got to be rehabilitated,
rather than lost.”
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Behind this question of terminology lies for us, speaking
academically, the question of content. Personally I am convinced that
nowhere else has there been a greater “revolution in missions” though we
have not stopped as yet to evaluate it. I had my seminary and graduate
training at Yale. I chose that school primarily because Kenneth Scott
Latourette personified missions and the history of Christianity in my own
birthplace, Asia.
But Yale, like most seminaries in the period between the wars,
offered nothing in this area beyond the history of the expansion of
Christianity. There was no theology of missions or recognition of such a
need; there was not a reference to the local church and its share in the
World Church; there was no mention of the problems and policies of the
missionary; the Younger Churches were abstract entities in the ecumenical
movement or else heroic individual figures. That is why I have perused
with intense interest and concern the statements some of you have
submitted, the catalogues of certain institutions, and the growing reservoir
of theological resources since the Willingen Conference. It is in these
directions that the future of missionary teaching seems to lie.
At least half of the responses to my inquiry indicate the historical
approach as part of the basic, required course in missions, although that
history is often extremely sketchy. After seven volumes and at least that
many courses from Dr. Latourette, I could not conceive of teaching the
history and philosophy of missions in one two-hour course and insisted
that they be divided at Duke, so I am frankly lost in the syllabi which
indicate a couple of weeks for a history of missions. Almost every reply,
however, included along with that history some treatment of contemporary
problems and policies, certain areas of the world, a Biblical and theological
background, the relation of Christianity to non-Christian religions,
missionary motivations, and the doctrine of the Church.
When I came to Duke, the core curriculum included History of
Religions, but no Missions. The exchange in position has come about not
by pressure from me, but through the different and also--I hope--through
emphasis of instructors recognition by the curriculum committee that for
most American parish pastors “The Philosophy of the Christian World
Mission” should be far more vital than the Vedanta or the Ten Gurus.
In another seminary which used to require “World Religions,” the new
instructor has replaced it with an “Introduction to Mission Thinking”.
(Lest my friends in the History of Religion suspect me of discarding their
studies, I shall return to that topic in a minute.)
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The most striking illustration of this shift in emphasis comes from
a seminary where the basic, required course is still historical (plus History
of Religion).
“But (the instructor reports) the psychological requirement
in student minds is the Philosophy of Missions (with a
voluntary enrollment of approximately 90% ...Why that
has caught on, in spite of being an elective, is hard to say,
but it has.”
And the same situation has developed to a lesser degree with
the Practice of Missions. In my own basic course, which begins with
the philosophical and theological “Why?” of missions, students almost
unanimously indicate preference for that half of the course, yet two of
them (with no professional interest whatever in the foreign field) urged
me last week to add a seminar on contemporary missionary problems.
As one professor wrote, “The old approach does not meet their needs or
attract their attention.”
As a lover of history myself, I would be the first to deplore a
curriculum which abandoned historical materials or methods. But I am
constantly reminded that we are teachers in vocational schools (however
much some faculty members may resent that designation). Our primary
obligation is to prepare effective pastors and leaders in the American branch
of the World Church. It is therefore more important, if a choice has to be
made, to familiarize them with the ecumenical experiment of South India
or the evangelism of D. T. Niles than with the Nestorians or Frumentius.
No one can fail to be fascinated by the story of William Carey, vividly told,
but more students today are more deeply and permanently interested in
Albert Schweitzer, not for the romantic jungle (David Livingstone and
Adoniram Judson had more adventures) but to discover how and why a
man so often accused of wrong Christology and no theology has become
the most revered missionary alive today.
Similarly at the theological level, the missionary obligation of
the Church comes alive when students find that Paul Tillich and Richard
Niebuhr have something to say about it, that it has vital relevance to the
most influential Christian thinking of our time. My classes actually wake
up when we put on a miniature and often-superficial Hocking-Kraemer
debate. That issue seems to penetrate two areas of American as well as
world concern: the authority and universality of the Christian faith and
effective methods of evangelism. I find -- as doubtless you have found -that though a majority of contemporary students may vote for the Kraemer
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theology, when they come to practical policy they advocate building on
every possible point of contact with non-Christian faiths rather than
accepting in program and practice the concept of “radical discontinuity.”
This perhaps suggests one of several problems arising out of the
new emphasis on theology of missions; namely, the study of comparative
religions, or, more accurately, history of religions. In the heyday of liberalism,
when Hocking and others were seeking a “world faith” the importance of
understanding Buddhism and Islam and the rest appeared obvious. With
the swing to neo-orthodox theology, and the Biblical realism school, one
might expect an abandonment of non-Christian studies as being irrelevant
to the uniqueness of Christianity. If there was a temporary leaning in that
direction, the reality of the World Church, the resurgence of Oriental
religions, the challenge of nationalism, and many other factors have led
now to a renewed interest in other faiths.
Presumably the Christian missionary is searching for ways to
challenge and win these non-Christian groups instead of to amalgamate
with them. But whatever the motive, the plans for special study centers
under the International Missionary Council will have repercussions and
reflections in academic programs in this country, as the Christian church
trains and enlists the scholars and savants who a few decades ago were
often outside of the Church. As neo-orthodox theology finds paradoxical
expression in the social concern of Reinhold Niebuhr or Emil Brunner, so
the “radical displacement” theory of Hendrik Kraemer seems to require a
deeper, clearer, and more sympathetic understanding of what Christianity
hopes to displace.
As we broaden the content of a basic missions course away from
the strictly historical approach, we encounter the critical problem of
textbooks and other materials. Most of you who replied to my inquiry
indicated that you found and used no single text in the field of missions.
To my mind Soper’s Philosophy of the Christian World Mission
is still the most comprehensive approach, but in spots his “liberation” is
already dated. Lamott’ s Revolution in Missions I have found most useful
in the contemporary field, but he assumes a familiarity and interest which
most beginning students lack.
The Willingen Conference papers provide the most challenging
theological material now available, but these are at best difficult for student
assimilation and much remains to be done. For the most part I judge
that we rely on a few ancient classics: Roland Allen, Leber’s World Faith
in Action, Richard Niebuhr’ s Christ and Culture, the “practical” works of
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Fleming and Merls Davis, Macnicol’s Is Christianity Unique? and then
supplement with some of the contemporary studies which Dr. Price has
listed. Perhaps the only reason all of us do not jump into the race to
produce an adequate text is Dean Horner’s sage advice in the inaugural
address I mentioned:
“There can never be a perennial textbook for the study
of missions. Our minds must be constantly stretched to
meet new needs, wider concepts of missionary service...
The most serious danger is that of stagnating into a
sterile perpetuation of routine courses of missions while
the people of the world are moving into new realms of
experience.”
Now just a word about other, generally elective courses. Some
of our seminaries are offering such specialized approaches as “The
Theology of the Missionary Enterprise,” “Contemporary Mission Work,”
“Contemporary Problems of Christian Expansion,” “The Theory and
Practice of Missions,” “Area Studies in Christian Missions,” “Missionary
Biographies” and “Missionary Needs.” These are all extremely valuable,
and for prospective missionary candidates essential, I would go further and
label them desirable for every wide-awake Christian. Yet we are faced in
most theological schools with such crowded curricula that we do well to
get any future pastors into more than one mission’s course. This means that
we need to do a great deal more missionary work among our colleagues
-- to see that the missionary imperative emerges naturally and sharply in
Old and New Testament, Systematic Theology, Church History, Religious
Education, and Parish Work.
At least two of these areas deserve special mention. Obviously,
if there is no specialized and separate treatment of the ecumenical
movement, it belongs to us, both in its genealogy and function. Among
the 15 instructors reporting, courses in this field ranged from “an historical
and critical approach” to the so-called Hocking inclusion of “other faiths as
representing full ecumenicity.” In places like Princeton and Union and Yale
the current ecumenical trends are given thorough independent treatment,
but most of the rest of us have to struggle along with a stepchild of a stepchild (not because it is unwanted or unrecognized, but because no one
knows quite where it belongs). At Duke our only distinct treatment is a
Senior Seminar, shared heretofore by the professors of American Thought,
Historical Theology, and Missions. This fall it will be assigned to Missions
and the History and Philosophy of Religion, but one of these days I am

144 | 3rd Biennial Meeting (1956)

going to propose a separate course, not only to reach a wider group of
students but to give the subject status and a home.
If the first thing I did to the missions department at Duke was to
separate the history and philosophy of missions, the second was to insert
into the curriculum an elective workshop entitled “Missionary Education
in the Local Church,” In the speech by Dr. Ranson previously referred to,
he said:
“One of the great failures of the organized missionary
movement has been in the field of missionary education.
We have got to deal with an appalling amount of ignorance
in pulpits. Many Methodist preachers (and I am sure he
would not limit himself denominationally) talk about the
mission of the Church in rather elementary 19th century
terms; or where they got beyond that, they have a sort
of romanticized idea about the World Church which has
very little relation to reality. We have a tremendous job of
education to do in the older Christendom.
The vast majority of our students are going into the parish ministry
in this country, often in small rural communities. If they know little of
what the World Mission is all about, they know still less about how to
convey it to their congregations. Our Methodist Discipline calls for a
church-wide school of missions (not just the woman’s society) once a year,
yet most of our student pastors have never even seen, much less planned
one, and directed such a program.
My own course (if you will forgive another personal illustration) is
frankly practical and utilitarian. The students (and they average more than
the optimum dozen) preach missionary sermons, criticize current mission
study books, interpret the psychological and educational development
of church school age groups, plan a year’s program for the local church,
examine basic audio-visual aids, and then actually organize and put on a
two- or three-night school of missions in some local church. This should
be done by the department of religious education, you say, but by and large
it is not being done there, and certainly the materials and resources and
even purpose of distinctively missionary education are foreign to most of
our colleagues.
Some of this should be included in the basic, required course,
others of you will say, I agree, at least to the extent of acquainting future
pastors with personnel agencies, literature headquarters, speakers’ bureaus,
and the like. But the task I have in mind cannot be done in a couple
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of lectures, sandwiched between Shinto and self-support or between Paul
and polygamy. Unless we have unusual influence with unusual colleagues
in religious education, preaching, church administration, and the rest,
it behooves us to descend from our ivory towers of Islamic culture and
Moravian motivations to make some direct contribution toward broadening
the horizons of our local church ministers and members.
There were other questions raised in my circular which I have
neither time nor inclination to discuss here, such as “missions majors” and
graduate courses. Let me close with the last which I listed: “Do we need
a new ‘theology of missions’?” Perhaps my own answer has already been
obvious. Perhaps the question deserved the flippant replies which came
from some of you; to wit, “Not so sure, not certain just what some would
think the old to be,” or more bluntly still, “If you would kindly let me know
what your present theology of missions is, I should be happy to suggest
whether or not you need a new theology.”
The majority, however, while reluctant to accept loose phraseology,
agreed earnestly that we do need “re-thinking,” “she old stuff newly stated
in reference to our own time and circumstances,” or “reorganization of the
emphases given to already accepted ingredients,” At one wing there was a
preference for the term “philosophy of missions as being less dogmatic;”
at the other wing, a plea for more recognition and interpretation of the
activity of God above man in our missionary movement. We are balancing
somewhere between the “damnation of all heathen” motive and motif and
the liberal amalgamation of some world faith. We are trying to combine,
as I have suggested, a neo-orthodox insistence on the absoluteness of God
and the uniqueness of Christ, with a recognition of the brotherhood of man
and an appreciation of diverse faiths and cultures. Some deep theological
reconciliation is called for.
One of our members, whom I will identify as a Southern
Baptist because you would not expect the comment from that source,
replied that we do need a new theology of missions and that the trouble
is we missionary folks have been trying to do the job instead of calling in
recognized theologians. By and large, this is true. As I have already said,
there is enthusiastic response from students when outstanding theologians
do speak to these matters. I could have cleared a minor fortune each year
in the sale of Paul Tillich’s lecture, put out by the Missionary Research
library. Under the stimulus of the International Missionary Council, my
own denomination is holding next month a small, intimate consultation
on the theology of missions, calling together eight leading Methodist
theologians (some of you probably doubt that there are such animals)
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and four mission board secretaries (with a thirteenth belonging to neither
category), I hope other churches are doing likewise, for we are already far
behind our British and Continental colleagues at this point.
As Creator, God has made from one, every nation of men and
desires that each of His children should know and love and serve Him.
As God Incarnate, Jesus Christ reveals not only the saving power and
redemptive love of the Father, but also His concern for humanity, for the
more abundant life for the whole man. As Holy Spirit, God continually
leads us into deeper communion with Himself and with one another and
calls us to express that unity in the universal Church. In such elements
-- God’s purpose for the world, his concern for the well-being of all His
children, his summons to Christian community -- lies the real motivation
for the world mission today, rather than in personal merit, humanitarian
service, cultural transformation, redemption by our efforts, or statistical
growth.
Rightly or wrongly, we are moving away from the strictly historical
approach to missions and from the purely academic study of comparative
religions. We need a new orientation, both theologically and academically.
My own humble conviction is that that new position is to be found, first
in the theological field, as we reaffirm and redefine our dependence on
the activity of God, and second, in the integrated approach to all man’s
needs -- spiritual, physical, educational, and social. This is the Christian
imperative, as Canon Warren has so vividly described it.
Let me summarize in a few sentences. We in the field of missions
are lost sheep, scattered among folds of history, theology, comparative
religions, and education, wandering from theological to practical fields and
back again. We are so busy looking at the world revolution and the fresh
strategies of the mission field that we have failed to analyze the changes
required in our own teaching. We have barely nibbled at the ecumenical
movement and missionary education and theology. We proclaim in our
lectures and sermons that the World Mission is the central task of the
Church, yet we have all too often allowed it to become peripheral in our
curricula.
Even in this meeting the selection of a green and callow neophyte
to present this topic at the very end of a busy schedule gives evidence that
your committee had no real intention of facing these deeper issues. I can
only hope that this challenge, deliberately dogmatic and provocative at
certain points, will lead the new officers to put more time in abler hands
two years from now to deal with curricular matters. At the very least there
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is always the topic I was assigned, and did not touch: “Selected Courses in
Missions: Syllabi and Methods.”

